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Abstract 
The research engaged in the promotion of joint attention skills among 82, Ethiopian origin children between the ages of18-30 
months through early intervention program – the ORR program. Joint attention skills refer to the infant's ability to coordinate and 
share his attention with others in reaction to an object or an event. Overt behaviors of joint attention are: eye contact, point in aim 
to share and show in aim to share. The results indicated that the participants in the intervention group initiated significantly more 
eye contacts, point and show in aim to share behaviors than control group. 
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1. Introduction 
 
     Multi-dimensional approaches to language and communication development express the view that human 
communication develop in the process of social interaction. During these interactions, adults choose to focus on 
significant cultural concepts (Zukow-Goldering & Ferko 1994) The Ethiopian community came to Israel in two 
large immigration waves in the years 1984 and 1991.  The acculturation process of the black Ethiopian b community 
is characterized as a state of "continued immigration" caused by the deep cultural and social gap separating between 
Ethiopian collectivist and traditional society and Israeli western individualized culture (Bar-Yosef, 2001; Shani, 
2006; Finkelstein & Salomon, 2007). Previous research has found that Ethiopian-Israeli children at school age 
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exhibit disparities in their verbal and literate knowledge. (Shany 2006; Stavant 2012; Shany & Geva 2011). While 
the fundamental role of early communication skills in the process of language acquisition is widely accepted, not 
much research was conducted on early communication skills of Israeli Ethiopian children under the age of three. 
Thus the current study focuses on detecting the correlation between pre-verbal and verbal skills of 18-30 months old 
Ethiopian children and the promotion of joint attention skills through the ORR intervention program for children and 
parents. The choice of a culture sensitive approach to intervention designed for a community in cultural transition is 
based on the assumption that intervention programs should refer to children as individuals situated within family, 
society and culture.  "To intervene effectively on behalf of children is to intervene in context" ( Bronfenbrener in 
Shonokoff and Phillips, 2000, p12). 
 
1.1.Theoretical background 
 
     Cultural practices are created and used by cultural communities across generations. To become a functioning 
member of a cultural group, developing children must imitate the intentional actions of others, direct the attention of 
others to outside entities communicatively, collaborate with others by forming joint goals and attention and use the 
shared symbols of the group (Callaghan et al 2011).Cultural transition necessitate change and adaptation of 
parenting models which are traditionally passed from one generation to the next. Immigration constitutes one of the 
major social processes that lead to either change or termination of cultural parenting practices (Crosnoe & Fuligni, 
2012) thus cultural transition might produce changes in communication patterns and language development 
trajectory. (Shany 2006; Stavant 2012; Shany & Geva 2011).   According to the stages model of language 
development (Dromy 2003) developmental achievement at any stage is a necessary but insufficient condition for 
proceeding to the next stage. According to this model, language development in the first three years of life can be 
divided into three main stages: the pre-linguistic stage, the one-word stage and the stage of simple, two or three 
words combinations. Prelinguistic communication is a form of praxis before the child is able to express or 
comprehend verbally (Bruner, 1985). The term Joint Attention refers to the triadic coordination of attention between 
self, other and an object or an event. ( Vaughan Van Hecke, Mundy, Meyer et. al., 2007; Rudd, Cain & Saxon, 
2008) The function of Joint Attention behaviors is to share attention with the interactive partner or to monitor the 
partner's attention. (Mundy et al 2003).A toddler is able to initiate communication and respond to communication at 
a young age. The child uses eye contact and/or gestures to indicate that he/she is attending to an event 
simultaneously with others. Alternatively a child may also respond to Joint Attention by following the direction of 
gaze or gestures and focus his or her attention on where another individual is looking. In both cases, children and 
their social partners attend the same event. Early indication of JA behaviors begins to emerge between the ages of 3-
6 months and evolve into complex and differentiated behaviors towards the age of 18 months. (Vaughan Van Hecke, 
Mundy, Meyer et al2007). When a child learns to attach verbal labels to objects, he/she needs to turn his/her gaze 
and attention to an object. Parents use JA abilities such as pointing and shared attentiveness to introduce new 
concepts. When adults say appropriate words during episodes of JA with children, it provides an effective way for 
children to learn what the word refers to (word object mapping).Overt behaviors of Joint Attention are: following 
gaze direction of others to locations behind barriers, directing his/her attention of others communicatively by 
pointing and the ability to alternate his/her gaze from an object to a person. (Dromi 2003; Tomasselo et al, 
2005).The findings of research with typically developing children and children with autism, indicate that Joint 
Attention plays an important role in facilitating the development of language and communication skills. ( Farrant, 
Maybery & Fletcher, 2011; Whalen, Screibman & Ingersol, 2006). Coordinated Joint Attention predicts the onset of 
spoken language in typical children and children with disabilities. (Liebernan & Yoder, 2010).Gaze following 
ability in the first year is correlated with the total number of words in infants' receptive vocabulary and the number 
of object words produced by 14 month (Slaughter & Mc Connell, 2003). Levels of gaze following and pointing were 
found to be positively related to acquisition. (Brooks & Meltzoff, 2008) Children who had low levels of JA in 
infancy were significantly more likely to have poor vocabulary development at time of school entry. These findings 
suggest that it should be possible to improve children's early vocabulary development by increasing the levels of 
Joint Attention opportunities through early intervention and parental guidance. (Bjorn, Kakkuri, Karvonen & 
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Leppanen, 2012; Rudd, Cain & Saxon, 2008; Farant, 2012). 
 
 
1.2. Methodology 
 
     The research  population included 82 Ethiopian origin children between the ages of 18-30 months in eight day 
care centers located in five Israeli cities. The participants were assigned to two intervention groups and one control 
group.  Intervention group 1 included 32 children who participated in the ORR intervention and their parents 
attended a parental guidance program. .Intervention group2 included 30 children who participated in direct child 
intervention without parental guidance. Control group included 20 children who did not participate in an 
intervention (post research intervention was conducted to control group). 
     The research employed a two phase, mixed methods approach: 
x Qualitative phase which included interviews with Ethiopian origin cultural mediators. The interviews 
served to construct the intervention program and contributed to the interpretation of the qualitative research 
findings. 
x Quantitative phase-. Pre -post intervention evaluation, Experimental research design that seeks to determine 
if a specific intervention influences an outcome .The data collection is based on the following sources: 
     ESCS-Early Social Communication Skills (Mundy et al 2003). The ESCS is a videotaped structured observation 
measure. The ESCS is known to give behavior ratings for three categories of early social-communication behaviors; 
joint attention, behavioral requests and social interaction.  
     Assessment Observation – ORR O.-(Ministry of Education-Gouri, and Ben-Arie, 2010)The ORR observation is 
an authentic  performance assessment tool designed to observe the child in his natural  day-care environment 
through varied and longitudinal play interactions - the observation is comprised of 4sub-categories:, pre verbal 
communication behaviors ,  pretend play,  language comprehension, expressive language.. 
     PLS-3 Preschool language scales (Zimerman and Castillega 2005) The PLS-3 is constructed to assess language 
skills in children from birth to 6 years, the PLS-3 consists of two subscales: auditory comprehension and expressive 
communication. The auditory comprehension subscale examines a child's ability to understand spoken language.  
The expressive communication subscale examines the child's ability to express him or herself verbally the 
assessment were conducted pre and post intervention. 
 
1.3. Results 
 
     The research hypothesis was -Does intervention type contributes to a change in initiated joint attention 
components as a function of age group? 
     To examine whether intervention type (with parents, without parents, controls) contributed to a change in 
initiated joint attention components (eye contact, alternate eye contact, point in aim to share, show in aim to share) 
over time as a function of age group (1.5-2 years, 2-2.5 years), a series of mixed-design analysis of variance 
(ANOVA)was conducted. 
In these analyses, the within-subject independent variable was time (pre, post), and the between-subject independent 
variables were intervention type (with parents, without parents, controls) and age group (1.5-2 years, 2-2.5 years).  
Means and standard deviations are presented in Table1. Statistics and effect sizes are presented in table 2.  
The analyses indicated significant main effects of intervention type on all of the initiated joint attention components. 
Sidak post-hoc analyses revealed that children in each of the intervention groups (with and/or without parents) 
initiated significantly more eye contacts, alternate eye contact, point and show in aim to share than control children 
(all ps < .05). These effects, however, were moderated by the significant interactions between time and intervention 
time. Simple effects tests have indicated the number of initiated alternate eye contacts (p = .87) and shows in aim to 
share (p = .62) did not change significantly over time among control children, while it significantly increased among 
children of the intervention groups (ps < .001). The number of initiated eye contacts and point in aim to share 
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increased significantly among all groups. However the magnitude of increase was significantly higher among 
children of the intervention groups than control children. Finally, the analyses revealed a main effect for age group 
on number of initiated alternate eye contacts: older toddlers initiated more alternate eye contacts than younger 
toddlers. 
 
 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations of initiated joint attention components as a function of intervention type and age group 
 
Control Intervention without parents Intervention with parents 
Older 
children (N=8) 
Younger 
children (N=12) 
Older 
children (N=12) 
Younger 
children (N=19) 
Older 
children (N=16) 
Younger 
children (N=15) 
Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre 
10.75 5.25 8.83 5.75 14.79 5.11 14.83 6.83 15.56 5.69 14.80 4.13 M Eye contact 
4.43 1.04 2.48 1.82 5.20 3.49 3.97 3.61 4.86 2.87 6.51 2.83 SD 
2.75 2.88 2.42 2.00 8.05 2.68 6.58 1.67 7.63 3.38 5.07 2.73 M 
Alternate eye 
contact 
1.67 2.03 2.15 1.71 4.01 2.03 3.97 1.61 3.88 2.31 3.04 2.43 SD 
2.56 0.88 2.71 1.13 5.21 0.42 5.42 0.00 4.72 0.31 6.27 1.03 M Point to share 
1.42 1.36 2.40 1.57 2.14 0.95 2.99 0.00 3.11 0.87 3.07 1.49 SD 
0.13 0.00 0.33 0.00 2.26 0.16 1.27 0.00 2.13 0.31 3.20 0.27 M Show to share 
0.35 0.00 0.89 0.00 2.26 0.60 1.10 0.00 2.34 0.60 2.68 0.59 SD 
 
 
 
Table 2. Statistics and effect sizes regarding the effects of intervention type and age group on initiated joint attention  
Time × Intervention 
× 
Age group 
Intervention 
× 
Age group 
Time × 
Age group 
Time × 
Intervention Age group Intervention Time 
Șp2 F(2,76) Șp2 F(2,76) Șp2 
F(1,76
)
Șp2 F(2,76) Șp2 
F(1,76
)
Șp2 F(2,76) Șp2 F(1,76) 
.02 0.76 .02 0.85 .01 0.93 
.1
9 
8.76**
* 
.0
0 0.21 
.1
2 4.94* 
.7
1 
185.30**
* Eye contact 
.02 0.59 .01 0.38 .01 0.43 
.1
9 
8.95**
* 
.0
8 
6.40
* 
.1
9 9.09*** 
.3
4 38.31*** 
Alternate eye 
contact 
.00 0.67 .03 1.49 .01 1.93 
.2
0 
9.70**
* 
.0
2 1.52 
.1
1 4.67* 
.6
4 
135.08**
* Point to share 
.04 1.70 .05 2.14 .00 0.12 
.1
5 6.65** 
.0
0 0.04 
.2
2 
10.71**
* 
.3
3 37.18*** Show to share 
Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
       To examine whether initiated joint attention components (eye contact, alternate eye contact, point in aim to 
share, show in aim to share) are linked with early spoken language [one-word phrases, two-word phrases, three-
word phrases, use words to communicate, spoken language (SPLS)], a series of Pearson correlations was conducted. 
Coefficients are presented in Table 3. 
The analyses indicated that heightened ability of point in aim to share was associated with more one, two, and three 
words phrases in children's spoken language. 
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Table 3. Correlation coefficients regarding the links between initiated joint attention components and early spoken language (N = 82) 
 
Eye 
contact 
Alternate eye 
contact 
Point in aim 
to share 
Show in aim 
to share 
One-word phrases .14 .14 .29** .14 
Two-word phrases .03 -.01 .21~ .12 
Three-word phrases .11 -.06 .22* .08 
Use of words .13 -.07 .20 .04 
Spoken language .02 .13 .16 .14 
Note. ~ p = .06, * p < .05, ** p < .01 
 
 To examine whether initiated joint attention components (eye contact, alternate eye contact, point in aim to 
share, show in aim to share) are linked with early comprehension of language [understands open questions, points at 
5 animals, points at 8 objects, points at 8 body parts, understands instructions without gestures, language 
comprehension (CPLS)], we conducted a series of Pearson correlations. Coefficients are presented in Table 4. 
 
Table 4..Correlation coefficients regarding the links between initiated joint attention components and early comprehension of language (N = 82) 
 
Eye 
contact 
Alternate eye 
contact 
Point in aim 
to share 
Show in aim 
to share 
Open questions .13 -.01 -.01 .05 
Animals .13 .11 .20~ .02 
Objects .21~ .12 .21~ .10 
Body parts .01 .10 .21~ .08 
Instructions .29** .20~ .29** .03 
Language comprehension -.10 -.03 .14 .12 
Note. ~ p = .06, * p < .05, ** p < .01. 
 
    The analyses indicated that greater eye contact was linked with better ability to points at objects (marginally 
significant) and understands instructions without gestures. Greater alternate eye contact was linked only with better 
ability to understand instructions without gestures (marginally significant). Heightened ability to point in aim to 
share was associated with better ability to point at animals, objects, and body parts (all marginally significant), and 
with better ability to understand instructions without gestures. 
 
1.4. Discussion 
 
 Regarding the research hypothesis -Participation in an intervention program will enhance joint attention skills 
among Ethiopian origin between the ages of 18-30.The analyses indicated a significant main effects of intervention 
type on all of the initiated joint attention components. The results have indicated that the number of initiated 
alternate eye contacts (p = .87) and shows in aim to share (p = .62) did not change significantly over time among 
control children, while it significantly increased among children of the intervention groups (ps < .001). The number 
of initiated eye contacts and points in aim to share increased significantly among all groups. However the magnitude 
of increase was significantly higher among children of the intervention groups than control children. The analyses 
also revealed a main effect for age group only on one joint attention component- number of initiated alternate eye 
contacts: older toddlers initiated more alternate eye contacts than younger toddlers. These findings support the 
hypothesis that participation in the intervention program contributes to enhancement of joint attention behaviors 
among the participants even after considering time and age effects. The current research findings are supported by 
evidence based research projects that studied caretaker's contribution to the development of joint attention 
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behaviors. Frequency of Joint Attention episodes was related to smaller group size and professional training of the 
stuff. Children whose child-care providers engaged in frequent and sustained episodes of JA had higher results of 
expressive and receptive vocabulary (Rudd, Cain & Saxon, 2008). The ORR program is based on intimate 
interaction between the ORR mentor and the child through two weekly sessions that allow multiple opportunities of 
reading the child's communicative behaviors and forming joint attention acts. The findings regarding  enhancement 
of joint attention behavior in both intervention groups regardless of parental guidance, requires further discussion 
however these findings suggest that the  parents  who struggle with  daily challenges and continuous cultural 
adaptation  might experience difficulties in preforming frequent communicative interactions with their children. The 
immigration of the Ethiopian community to Israel led to essential differences in child rearing habits which were 
characterized by raising babies and infants in close physical proximity to their mothers and in close proximity to the 
extended family. The need of women to join the work force , led mothers  to adopt the Israeli habit of using day care 
facilities for infants under one year old which led to prolonged separation between mothers and infants.  The 
separation between mothers and infants characterizes a crucial change in child rearing habits. Recurrent theme that 
appeared in the interviews of the cultural mediators was the lack of time theme. “Parents are trapped in constant 
pursuit to provide the family needs many work many hours in cleaning jobs and factories. Mothers are not at home 
as they were in Ethiopia” in some cases grandparents no longer act as child rearing support system and demand the 
support of their children "Our generation is torn between taking care of both our children and our parents, I need to 
read official documents to them and go with them to the doctor” .The Ethiopian society rests on the oral 
transmission of tradition by making use of indirect communication interpreted by tools culturally transmitted, such 
as proverbs, folklore, metaphors, and lullabies. This discourse has disappeared for the most part, in the process of 
immigrating to Israel, because it is anchored in language and in a deep almost innate ability to understand the 
cultural code that cannot be translated literally. This code is not being passed down to the next generation who do 
not have a command of Amharic or do understand and speak Amharic but without the cultural subtext (Shany,2006 ) 
     The analyses indicated that three of the joint attention behaviors that were measured (eye contact' alternate eye 
contact, point in aim to share', were linked to early language comprehension skills. higher frequency  of  eye contact 
was linked with better ability to points at objects and understands instructions without gestures. Greater alternate eye 
contact was linked with better ability to understand instructions without gestures.  Point in aim to share was found to 
be connected with better ability of all the early comprehension measures except understanding open questions. 
Better ability to points at animals, objects, and body parts and with better ability to understand instructions without 
gestures. Heightened ability of point in aim to share was associated with more one, two, and three words phrases in 
children's spoken language. These findings can be explained by the perception of Prelinguistic communication 
which defines social interactions through daily routines such as eating, cleaning and diapering as formats. Social 
referencing in the form of gestures and words through daily formats prepares the infant for the future use of 
linguistic symbols ( Bruner 1985; Farrant, 2012).The repeated occurrence of longer and more frequent episodes of 
social reference enhance language acquisition  (Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007). Acording to the stages model of 
language development (Dromy,2003) developmental achievements at any stage is a necessary but insufficient 
condition for proceeding to the next stage. When a child learns to attach verbal labels to objects, he/she needs to turn 
his/her gaze and attention to an object. Parents use JA abilities such as pointing and shared attentiveness to introduce 
new concepts. When adults say appropriate words during episodes of JA with children it provides an effective way 
for children to learn what the word refers to (word object mapping).The findings of both questions   concur with 
previous research findings. Coordinated Joint Attention predicts the onset of spoken language in typical children and 
children with disabilities (Liebernan & Yoder, 2010).Gaze following ability in the first year is correlated with the 
total number of words in infants' receptive vocabulary and the number of object words produced by 14 month 
(Slaughter & Mc Connell, 2003). Levels of gaze following and pointing were found to be positively related to 
contribution to vocabulary acquisition (Brooks & Meltzoff, 2008) 
  
Conclusions 
 
The findings indicating   that participation in the intervention program contribute to enhancement of joint 
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attention behaviors among the participants, even after considering time and age effects suggests  that  intervention 
programs should operate at the  preverbal stage in order to provide frequent social interactions that allow various 
experiences of joint attention. 
     The results also indicate that the study of early communication behaviors of Ethiopian origin children, under the 
age of three may contribute to better understanding of communication development among the Ethiopian 
community a community in prolonged cultural transition. 
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